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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Food Stamp Program (FSP), administered by the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), provides financially needy households with benefits that
are used for the purchase of food from authorized retailers. To receive food stamps, households
must meet eligibility requirements (primarily related to income and assets). In 1997, the program
provided more than $22 billion in benefits to 22 million individuasin 9 million households.

One objective of the National Food Stamp Program Survey (NFSPS), conducted between June
1996 and January 1997 by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR), was to obtain and analyze
survey information from program participants and eligible nonparticipants to assess key aspects of
FSP customer service. Inthis report, datafrom the NFSPS are used to address three important areas
of interest to FNS that relate to the quality of FSP customer service: (1) the monetary and
nonmonetary costs of participating, (2) client satisfaction with services provided, and (3) the
accessibility of the FSP to eligible households.

PRINCIPAL FINDINGS
Following are principal findings of the survey:

Customer Satisfaction. Respondents were asked during the interviews how satisfied they were
with various aspects of the FSP. These aspectsincluded the application, recertification, and issuance
processes, as well as the FSP overall. Respondents were also asked about satisfaction with FSP
caseworker performance.

Overdl, the data suggest that the typical FSP client is quite satisfied with the program services
that he or she recelves. These results hold consistently whether the relevant questions ask about
overall levels of satisfaction with the program, satisfaction with specific aspects of the program, or
satisfaction with services received from caseworkers.

The satisfaction is not unanimous, however. In response to each of these questions, 10 to 25
percent of participants express unhappiness with the program. For example, approximately 25
percent of participants were strongly or somewhat dissatisfied with the availability of caseworkers
for in-person meetings or telephone consultations and with caseworkers ability to keep the
participant informed.

Multivariate logit andysis was used to estimate the association between characteristics and the
likelihood of being dissatisfied, separately for (1) the application process, (2) the recertification
process, (3) the issuance process, (4) caseworker performance, and (5) the overall program. Across
most aspects of the FSP examined, households dissatisfied with the FSP are more likely to reside
in urban areas and have low monthly FSP benefits compared with households that are satisfied.
Those dissatisfied are also more likely to feel there is stigma associated with program participation,
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and their participation costs tend to be higher (as measured by the time and out-of-pocket costs of
applying for or being recertified for benefits).

Accessibility of the Program to Eligible Households. The FSP is designed to provide
assistance to al financialy needy people eligible for the program. However, a substantial number
of households estimated to be eligible for food stamps do not receive them.

Misperceptions about FSP dligibility appear to deter many €ligible households from
participating in the FSP. About three-quarters of nonparticipating households estimated to be
eligible said they were not aware that they were eligible for the FSP. Although this was less true of
the 44 percent of nonparticipants who had applied or participated in the past, most households with
prior exposure to the FSP also reported being unaware of their eligibility. It is possible that
households that once applied for or received food stamps and were determined ineligible are unaware
that, because their circumstances or the digibility rules themselves have since changed, they are now
eigible.

Those who believed they were éigible most frequently gave reasons for their nonparticipation
related to administrative burdens they perceived to be associated with applying (such as the time and
monetary costs of traveling to the FSP office or other places) or mentioned not needing food stamps
as the most important grounds for not applying for food stamps.

For most people, stigma may not be a mgjor factor in making the decision to participate. Only
7 percent of digible nonparticipants mentioned a sigma-related factor as their most important reason
for not participating.

This finding notwithstanding, many eligible nonparticipants perceive that stigma is associated
with program participation. Nearly half of eigible nonparticipants answered affirmatively to one
or more of the four survey questions about feeling stigma from receiving or using food stamps.
While nonparticipants were more likely to perceive stigma than current participants, the difference
was generally small (44 percent versus 38 percent).

However, the multivariate andys's of the characteristics associated with participation in the FSP
found that perceptions of stigma had a statistically significant effect on participation among FSP-
eligible households, after controlling for other characteristics (such as benefit size and household
composition). Eligible households associating higher levels of stigma with receiving and using food
stamps were less likely to participate. For example, households who answered affirmatively to all
four questions about stigma associated with program participation were 20 percentage points more
likely not to participate in the FSP than those not perceiving any stigma associated with program
participation.

Costs of FSP Participation. Clients incur significant costs in complying with program
requirements. The average application involves nearly five hours of client time, including at least
two tripsto the FSP office or other places. The comparable numbers for recertifications are nearly
2.5 hours and at least one trip. On average, the out-of-pocket monetary costs involved are about
$10.31 for applications and $5.84 for recertifications, with most of this money being spent on
transportation.
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Stigma does not appear to be a significant problem for most FSP participants. However, there
is a sizable minority of respondents whose survey responses suggest that they experience
considerable stigma from their participation in the program. On a scale covering four possible
aspects of stigma asked about, 20 percent of participants reported just one type of stigmatizing
experience, and 18 percent reported two or more types.

CONCLUSIONS

The FSP is designed to target its benefits to those who need them most. In order to achieve this
targeting, however, the program determines eligibility through a complex set of rules and procedures
that require applicants to supply extensive information about income sources and living
arrangements. These requirements present certain demands on eligible households, which may make
participation costly or inconvenient and may cause some eligible households not to participate
because they are unable or unwilling to comply.

Ovedl, however, evidence from the NFSPS indicates that participating households are pleased
with the services provided by the program. Most FSP households were satisfied with the application,
recertification, and issuance processes, with the performance of their caseworkers, and with the FSP
overall.

Further, the study shows that the costs of participating (inclusive of the opportunity cost of time
spent participating) are relatively small in relationship to the monthly benefit. For example, the one-
time average out-of-pocket costs of applying ($10) are approximately six percent of the average
monthly benefit ($166), and the costs of being recertified for benefits ($6), which are usualy
incurred once or twice each year, represent approximately four percent of the monthly benefit. To
be sure, taking into account the opportunity cost of the time spent meeting these requirements
increase the costs somewhat. However, they still gppear to be relatively modest in relation to benefit
levels.

Evidence from the NFSPS suggests that the burdens that househol ds perceive to be associated
with complying with FSP administrative requirements are not the major cause of nonparticipation.
For nearly three-quarters of nonparticipating households estimated to be eligible, lack of awareness
of eligibility was the most important reason for not applying for food stamps.

Under the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, states
have been given increased flexibility in administering the FSP. Thus it is possible that patterns
observed in the data for this study may evolve over the coming years.

DATA AND METHODS
The objective of the survey was to obtain information about experiences with and attitudes
toward the FSP both from FSP participants and also from eligible and “near-eligible’ households that

might have been affected by the program. To that end, the household surveys were based on samples
obtained from two frames. (1) alist frame consisting of administrative lists of FSP participants,
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which yielded a sample of FSP participants; and (2) a random-digit-dialing (RDD) frame, which
yidlded samples of FSP-eligible and near-€ligible nonparticipants, as well as some FSP participants.
Overdl, MPR completed surveys of 2,454 FSP participants, 450 FSP-eligible nonparticipants, and
405 near-eligible nonparticipants. The data have been weighted to make them nationaly
representative of these populations.

Since mogt of the research questions addressed in this report are descriptive, most findings are
based on tabular and cross-tabular analysis. In some instances, however, multivariate techniques
were used to examine the role of various factors when others are held constant.

The data assembled for the study represent a solid basis for examining the research questions
on customer service. Aswith all survey data, however, they have limitations that should be noted
in interpreting the analysis. The three most important of these are:

1. Lags between participant sampling and data collection meant that considerable
numbers of participants had dropped off food stamps by the time they were contacted.
Since many of the research questions involved active participants, these dropouts were
not interviewed. Asaresult, the sample has more long-term food stamp participants and
fewer short-term participants than would have been expected.

2. Thelack of nonparticipants without telephones meant that the sampling methodology
effectively limited the nonparticipant sample to households with telephones. While the
sample has been pogt-dratified in an attempt to correct for this by giving greater weight
to households that appear to be most similar to households without phones, the
correction is probably not complete. To the extent that nonparticipants without phones
are different from those with phones, the non-telephone households are not reflected in
the analysis.

3. The accuracy of nonparticipant eligibility determination is only approximate, since
nonparticipant eligibility was determined with a short screening instrument that could
not fully replicate al the complex eligibility criteria the FSP uses in assessing applicant
eligibility. Furthermore, even for the full interviews, in which more-detailed data on
income, household expenses, and living arrangements were obtained, the data were not
sufficient to fully replicate the information obtained during an FSP application. As a
result, the determinations of “FSP-eligible” and “ FSP-near-dligible’ used in the analysis
must be taken as approximations; some househol ds were undoubtedly misclassified.
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. INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP), the largest of the 15 nutrition assistance programs administered
by the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), is the
cornerstone of America' s strategy for ensuring that all Americans have enough to eat. Households
participating in the FSP receive benefits that are used to purchase food from authorized food
retaillers. Households must meet digibility requirements--primarily related to income and assets--in
order to receive food stamps. In 1997, the program provided more than $22 billion in benefits to 22
million individualsin 9 million households.

Because the FSP is such an important part of the nation’ s policy for providing assistance to low-
income households, it is essential that the program be assessed periodically to see how well it is
achieving its objectives. The National Food Stamp Program Survey (NFSPS), conducted in 1996
by Mathematica, was designed to obtain and analyze survey information from program participants
and eligible nonparticipants to assess key aspects of how well the program is meeting the needs of
low-income househol ds requiring food assistance. Three areas of the FSP structure and operations

are of particular interest in the current study:

1. Customer service
2. Food security and benefit adequacy

3. Access to authorized retailers

This report summarizes the findings on customer service. Therest of this introductory chapter
provides a context for the report. Section A provides a brief overview of the FSP. Section B

discusses current issues regarding customer service. The objectives and research questions the report



addresses are discussed in Section C, and the organization of the rest of the report is described in
Section D.
A. AN OVERVIEW OF THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM

The objective of the FSP, as stated in its authorizing legidation, is to “permit low-income
households to obtain a more nutritious diet through normal channels of trade by increasing food
purchasing power for al eligible households who apply for participation” (see Food Stamp Act of
1977, as amended, Section 2). To accomplish this, the USDA administers a multibillion-dollar
program that provides services throughout the United States.

Eligibility standards and benefit levels for the program are set by Congress. Broad policy
guidance in implementing these standards is provided by FNS, through its headquarters in
Alexandria, Virginia, and through regional offices in various parts of the country. FSP benefits are
federally funded. Program costs and administration are shared by federal, state, and local
governments. Direct adminigtration of the program on a day-to-day basisis carried out by the states

(or, in some areas, by counties, under state supervision).

1. Eligibility Criteria

Households must meet eligibility requirements to receive food stamps. Households may have
no more than $2,000 in countable resources, such as a bank account ($3,000 if the household
contains at least one person age 60 or older). Certain resources (such as a home and lot) are not
counted. Households have to meet at least one, and usually two, income tests unless all members
are recelving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Supplemental Security Income
(SSl), or, in some places, General Assistance (GA). The gross income test assesses whether the
household' s gross income exceeds 130 percent of the poverty level for its household size. The net

income test is based on gross income minus certain deductions for expenses and other factors. To



be digible, a household must have net income below the poverty level. Most households must meet
both the gross and net income tests, but a household with an elderly person or a person who is
receiving certain types of disability payments has to meet only the net income test. Households,
except those noted, that have income over the limits for their household size are not eligible to
receive food stamps.

The welfare reform act of 1996 and other recent legidation have ended dligibility for many
immigrants and placed time limits on benefits for able-bodied, childless adults. For noncitizens,
eligibility depends on a complicated set of factors, including age, date of entry into the country,
veteran status, and refugee status. I citizenship isin doubt, proof isrequired. Alien status must be
verified. With some exceptions, able-bodied adults between age 16 and 60 must register for work,
accept suitable employment, and take part in an employment and training program to which they are
referred by the food stamp office. Failure to comply with these requirements can result in
disqualification from the program. In addition, able-bodied adults between age 18 and 50 who do
not have any dependent children can get food stamps for only 3 months in a 36-month period if they
do not work or participate in aworkfare or employment and training program other than job search.

However, this requirement can be waived in some locations.

2. Application and Recertification Procedures

Households that may be eligible for food stamps can apply at local offices, which are usually
located at the county level (in rura areas) and at the subcounty level (in more-densely populated
urban areas). Most gpplicants are required to appear in person at their local office. However, elderly
or disabled people and anyone who has difficulty getting to the office may be interviewed by
telephone or in their homes. During the application process, households are required to supply

detailed information about household composition, income, assets, and certain expenses to alow the



digibility staff to determine whether or not they are eligible. In many instances, they are aso
required to verify the accuracy of the information they have supplied. Because of the verification
requirements, as well as office scheduling constraints and other factors, the application process
frequently requires two or more trips to the food stamp office.

Households participating in the FSP must be periodically recertified for eligibility. Although
local offices exercise some discretion about the length of the certification period, it generally tends
to be sx monthsto ayear, except for households that have incomes judged to be particularly volatile
and that, as aresult, are certified more frequently. In general, the recertification process paralels the
initia application process, although recertification can be more expeditious since the basic
information about the case is available and the focus is on determining whether any key household

circumstances have changed, rather than on obtaining extensive new information.

3. Benefits

Applicant households that meet the legidated income and asset standards are certified as dligible
for the program. Once certified, households receive monthly benefits, with the amount based on
their income (net of certain deductions) and household size. Benefit levels are determined through
formulas derived from the “Thrifty Food Plan,” a set of estimated expenditure levels needed to
maintain adequate diets.

Households have traditionally received benefits in the form of food coupons. Depending on
local procedures and household circumstances, these coupons are issued in one of several ways.
They may be sent to clients through the mail, given to them through direct over-the-counter issuance
at welfare offices, or provided through intermediaries (such as banks or check-cashing

establishments) when participants show an Authorization-to-Participate (ATP) card.



Except in afew relatively uncommon circumstances, food coupons can be exchanged only for
eigible food items at authorized food retailers, of which there are more than 180,000 throughout the
country. The federal government has responsibility for accepting applications from retailers who
wish to participate in the program and for formally authorizing retailer participation. The federal
role also includes monitoring retailers in the program and sanctioning them if they are found to
engage in activities that are not in compliance with program rules, such as giving customers cash or
nonfood merchandise in exchange for food stamps.

The mgority of food stamp households now receive their benefits through electronic benefit
transfer (EBT) systems, debit-card type mechanisms that debit food stamp accounts electronically
after food is purchased at participating retailers. All states are required by law to set up EBT systems
by the year 2002. It is anticipated that this will have severd effects, including making it harder for
food stamp trafficking (selling food stamps for cash) to occur, streamlining retail check-out
operations, and reducing the stigma felt by some participants when using food coupons. Fifty-one
percent of households, receiving 52 percent of total benefits, were using EBT issuances as of October
1998. Approximately 9 percent of the participant sample in the NFSPS received food stamp benefits

through EBT.

B. ISSUESREGARDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

In order to target its benefits to the most financialy needy households, the FSP has in place a
set of rules and procedures designed to allow only qualified people to participate. These present
certain demands on eligible households, which for some may make participation inconvenient or
costly and may cause others not to participate despite being eligible. Three important areas relating

to the quality of FSP customer service, broadly defined, are the following: (1) the accessibility of



the program to digible households, (2) the costs of participating, and (3) how well the FSP is serving
itsclients. Thisstudy has focused on these issues, based on the perceptions of program participants.

The FSP is designed to provide assistance to all financially needy people. However, a
substantial number of those estimated to be eligible for food stamps do not receive them. Estimates
suggest that 31 percent of households and 29 percent of persons eligible for food stamps do not
participate in the program (Stavrianos 1997). Most households that are eligible for food stamps but
do not participate in the program tend to fall into one of two groups:. those with earnings and those
containing elderly persons (McConnell and Nixon 1996).

If eligible nonparticipating househol ds choose not to apply for food stamps because they do not
need them, these relatively low participation rates are not necessarily cause for concern. However,
if aspects of the program and how it is administered deter households that need assistance from
applying for benefits, policymakers may wish to address these barriers so that the program better
serves clients. Furthermore, even for households that are participating, it is important that the
program effectively and efficiently meets the needs of its clients and keeps the burdens associated
with participation to a minimum.

There are many reasons that households eligible for benefits do not participate in the FSP.
McConndl and Nixon (1996) reviewed literature on nonparticipation and divided reasons into three
groups: (1) informational problems, (2) alow overal benefit from participating, and (3) high costs
of participating (relative to benefits received).

Eligible households are naturally precluded from participating when they do not know the
program exists. Few households, however, are unaware of the existence of the program. More
commonly, households know the program exists but are not aware that they may be eligible or may

not know how or where to apply (Coe 1983a; and General Accounting Office 1988a). Some



households that were once denied food stamps or received them and were later determined ingligible
may be unaware that, because their circumstances or the eligibility rules themselves have since
changed, they are now €ligible. Households with elderly people or households containing disabled
people may be unaware that they face different digibility rules. For example, they may incorrectly
think that they face the same asset test as nonelderly households, or they may be unaware that they
dill qualify for benefits even though their gross income is above the poverty threshold, if they have
high shelter or medical costs.

Reasons that eligible households may perceive benefits to be too low to make participation
worthwhile include (1) perceived lack of need, (2) digibility only for alow monthly benefit amount,
(3) expectation that food stamps will be received only for a short time, and (4) delay in obtaining
benefits. Some nonparticipating households have indicated in surveys that they do not participate
because they do not need the benefits (Ohls et a. 1985; Hollenbeck and Ohls 1984; and Brown
1988). Households with income near the digibility cutoff may be eligible only for benefits so small
($20) that participation is not worth the effort. Other households may expect to receive benefits for
only ashort period of time, making the expected total amount of benefits too low relative to the one-
time costs of applying or becoming recertified.

Although there is no charge for applying for food stamps, applicants can incur both time and
monetary costs, aswell as psychological costs, during the application process. Similarly, households
can incur monetary and nonmonetary costs when recertifying or using food stamps. Some
nonparticipants have reported that the costs of applying for and using food stamps deter their
participation; participants also report that the monetary and nonmonetary costs of participating in

the FSP are substantial.



For instance, households frequently report that the application or recertification process requires
them to make multiple trips to FSP offices, wait long hours at the offices, and supply extensive
documentation that is often hard to obtain. In addition to time spent on these trips, households can
incur out-of-pocket expenses for transportation, child or elder care, forgone earnings, and other
monetary costs. Discourteous treatment by program staff has been cited as a deterrent to
participation, as have limited operating hours at program offices. In addition, applicants have
complained that the application process sometimes takes longer than necessary because they are not
given adequate information during their initial contacts about requirements and application
procedures. The existence of these problems, at least at some offices, has been documented both by
research studies commissioned by FNS (Bartlett et a. 1992) and by independent government
organizations (General Accounting Office 1988a).

There are psychological costs associated with FSP participation as well. When applying,
applicants must provide details about their financia and household situation; some households
didike the loss of privacy. Furthermore, households may feel humiliated or embarrassed to have to

go to awdfare office or because they use food ssamps. Food stamp coupons (and to alesser extent,

The study of the application process in five local offices (urban and rural) in two states by
Bartlett et d. (1992) found that some households incur significant costs in terms of time and money.
Bartlett et al. found that, on average, the application process takes a total of nearly five hours and
involves out-of-pocket expensestotaling $10.40. Most people spent much less than the average: the
median out-of-pocket costs were only $3.60. Y et about five percent spent more than $45 on the
process. Most of these expenses were for transportation and forgone earnings. Studies on food
stamp issuance report similar findings. Benefits not mailed to recipients require trips to the FSP
office or other distribution locations. Lost or stolen benefits cannot be replaced or are replaced only
after time-consuming procedures are followed. Participant costs associated with issuance in the
Maryland EBT Demonstration have been found by Beecroft et al. (1994) to range from $3.15 for
EBT issuance to $13.11 for issuance of coupons over the counter at the food stamp office. Most of
the costs comprised participants time (valued at the federa minimum wage) rather than out-of-
pocket costs.



EBT cards) may be especiadly stigmatizing because they are visible to store workers and other
customers.

Another set of barriers to participation for some households involves the issuance process. In
meany parts of the country, households must report each month either to the food stamp office or to
some other distribution point to receive their benefits. This process can create significant problems

for households with limited access to transportation.

C. RESEARCH QUESTIONSRELATED TO CUSTOMER SERVICE

Much of the currently available evidence on factors affecting participation, including many of
the studies cited here, has been collected in connection with studies that have had only limited
geographic coverage. The NFSPS provides an important opportunity to explore these issues more
fully with a large, nationaly representative sample of households that includes both program
participants and eligible nonparticipants. The survey allows examination of the factors that deter
households from participating and the costs (both monetary and nonmonetary) that program
participants experience as aresult of their participation.

The key research questions that are addressed in this report include:

» What circumstances lead households to apply for food stamps?

» How many times do households typically have to go to the food stamp office and other
places in connection with an application or recertification? How much time does this
take?

* What are the monetary costs in terms of transportation, child or elder care, and other
necessities associated with the application and recertification processes?

» Towhat extent do households fedl stigmatized when applying for or using food stamps?
To what degree does this deter them from participating? s less stigma associated with
EBT food stamp benefits than with coupons?



» Why are dligible households currently not participating? To what degree are eligible
households unaware that they are eligible? Why don’t households who are aware they
are eligible participate?

e Are clients satisfied with program administration and client services? Which aspects

of caseworker performance are they least satisfied with? What are the characteristics
and circumstances of participants most dissatisfied with program services?

These issues are examined for current participants, eligible nonparticipants, or both, as
appropriate. In addition, the analyses examine findings for important subgroups defined by the
households economic and social characteristics (such as whether the household has earnings
[working poor], contains one or more elderly members, or isin an urban or rural area) and by food
stamp benefit level. Most analyses are descriptive tabular analyses. However, multivariate

regression analyses are also used for selected outcomes, such as the characteristics associated with

household dissatisfaction with various aspects of the FSP and nonparticipation.

D. ORGANIZATION OF REST OF REPORT

The rest of this report is organized into three chapters. Chapter 11 describes the NFSPS and the
characteristics of the participant and nonparticipant samples. Chapter 111 presents findings on
program participation costs and customer satisfaction. Chapter 1V presents findings on reasons

households estimated to be eligible are not currently participating in the FSP.
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II. DATA AND METHODS

This chapter provides an overview of the data collection methodology underlying the National
Food Stamp Program Survey (NFSPS) and the characteristics of the participant and nonparticipant
samples analyzed in this report. It describes analysis methods, including the weights that were
constructed to make the participant and nonparticipant data nationally representative. Limitations

of the data and analyses, as well as how they may affect the findings, are also discussed.

A. SAMPLING AND DATA COLLECTION METHODS

Addressing the research objectives highlighted in Chapter |, as well as those of the other reports
based on the NFSPS, required obtaining nationally representative data from three different sets of
households:

1. A sample of Food Stamp Program (FSP) participants, who could provide information
about their experiences with the program, their access to stores, their food security, and
their food use

2. A sample of FSP-eligible nonparticipants, who could provide information about their
reasons for nonparticipation, as well as about their levels of food security and need for
food stamp assistance

3. A sample of “near-éligible” nonparticipants with which to examine the characteristics
of households who were just above the established eligibility limits

Efficiently obtaining data from all three of these groups required a multifaceted data collection

design as described below. (See Appendix A for a detailed discussion of the methods used to select

the sample, conduct the survey, and process the data.)
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1. TheHousehold Surveys

The household surveys, conducted between June 1996 and January 1997, were organized and
directed from MPR’s main survey facilities near Princeton, New Jersey, and were based on samples
obtained from two frames. (1) alist frame consisting of administrative lists of FSP participants, and

(2) arandom-digit-diaing (RDD) frame.

a. Nonparticipant Household Surveys

For identification of eigible and near-eligible nonparticipants for the data collection, randomly
drawn U.S. telephone numbers were called and given a short screening interview to determine
(1) whether the phone number was for a household rather than a business, and (2) whether the
household appeared to meet (eligible) or aimost meet (near-eligible) criteria for food stamps.
Households who passed this screen, were not FSP participants, and were willing to participate in the
survey were then given afull nonparticipant household interview. The number of completions from
the RDD frame was 450 €ligible nonparticipants and 405 near-€eligible nonparticipants.

In implementing this approach for the RDD sample, RDD respondents were first asked whether
they were recelving food stamps and what their household size was. Then they were asked whether
the household’ s monthly income was grester than or lessthan “ X,” where “X” was set at 150 percent
of the poverty level for ahousehold of that size. Households that passed thisinitial screen and were
not receiving food stamps were then tracked into the full nonparticipant interview, which obtained
detailed income, asset, and shelter information. Using these detailed data, gross and net income and
deductions, as defined by the FSP, were calculated, as well as countable household assets.

Househol ds whose reported income and assets were under the applicable program limits were then

12



placed in the “digible nonparticipant” sample. Households that were not under these limits but that

had assets |ess than $15,000 were placed in the “near-€ligible nonparticipant” sample.

b. Participant Household Surveys

MPR completed 2,454 interviews with FSP participants. Of these, 2,150 were sampled from
the participant list frame (lists of FSP households provided by states or local food stamp offices).
Essentialy, this participant list sample frame can be regarded as a random sample of the overall food
stamp participant population at a given point intime. An additional 304 interviews came from the
RDD frame.?

I n-Person Participant Household Survey from List Frame. A tota of 1,109 in-person
interviews were completed with FSP participants from the list frame. These interviews were
conducted in person to obtain data on participant households seven-day food use and shopping
behaviors. The in-person participant survey was clustered in alimited number of locations, both to
alow efficiencies in obtaining the samples (see below) and to limit interviewer travel costs. Thirty-
five “primary sampling units’ (PSUs), usually counties, were randomly selected from throughout
the country, with probabilities of selection proportional to size. Next, machine-readable lists of FSP
participants were obtained from state or local programs for each of these PSUs, and random samples
of participants were drawn and then interviewed.

This data collection was conducted in respondents homes through computer-assisted personal

interviewing (CAPI) on laptop computers. In genera, it consisted of two main parts. First, after

*All households that got this far in the assignment process had reported gross incomes less than
150 percent of the poverty level, snce otherwise they would have been screened out during the initial
part of the RDD screener interview.

2Sample sizes were based on targets set during the design stage of the project, based on trade-
offs between precision requirements and costs.
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setting up an appointment by telephone, the data collector visited the respondent’s home and
conducted an interview of about one to one-and-one-half hours, which covered al the survey topics
other than those related to the household's food use. At the end of the first appointment, the
household was given ingtructions about how to maintain food use records for the coming week, and
arepeat gppointment was scheduled for seven days later. During this second interview aweek later,
which typically took between 90 and 150 minutes, information about the households' food use for
the previous week was recorded through a paper and pencil data collection instrument. The number
of in-person FSP participant interviews conducted was determined largely based on statistical
precision requirements for the analysis of the food use data.

Teephone Participant Household Surveysfrom List Frame. An additional 1,041 participant
interviews were completed by telephone with computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI),
using an additional sample from the FSP participant list frame. It was efficient to conduct some of
the participant interviews over the telephone rather than in person, since the questions about food
use and detailed shopping behaviors were not administered to al participants. Therefore, a second
sample of participants was drawn from the same set of 35 PSUs discussed in the previous section.
While clustering was not necessary for the actual data collection with this second sample, there were
still considerable costs in assembling the sample frames of participants, so at least some clustering
was dtill efficient. As aresult, it was decided that using exactly the same PSUs for the telephone
participant survey as for the in-person survey would yield maximum efficiencies. The number of
CATI interviews from the sample frame was chosen based on trade-offs between desired levels of
statistical precision in the planned analysis and data collection costs.

Tedephone Participant Household Surveys from the RDD Frame. While the main purpose

of the RDD sample frame was to identify nonparticipants, a number of FSP participants were also
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identified. To supplement the list frame sample, these households were administered a dightly
modified version of the list frame participant interview. A total of 304 households were identified

through the RDD calls as being FSP participants and agreed to be interviewed.

2. Response Rates

Table 11.1 summarizes the response rates that were obtained in the various parts of the data
collection. With thefidd list sample, 1,109 (1,070 + 39) laptop CAPI interviews were obtained out
of 2,200 sample points released. However, 596 of the sample points proved to be ingligible for the
survey by the time they were contacted, usually because they were no longer receiving food stamps.
When these indligibles are removed from the base, the response rate is 69 percent. A small number
of the in-person cases completing the first part of the interview failed to complete the food-based
second part aweek later, leading to a response rate for the food use data of 67 percent.

I n the telephone sample, 1,041 responses were obtained out of atotal eligible sample of 1,535,
a 68 percent response rate.

For the RDD sample, 14,514 numbers were released, of which 5,219 were determined ineligible
for the screener, mostly because they were either nonworking or business numbers. Another 1,807
could not be determined. Of the remainder, 6,429 completed the screener, for a completion rate of
75 percent. At the next stage of thisinterviewing, 1,159 households completed full interviews out
of atotal of 1,456 (1,159 + 297) that had passed the screen, yielding a response rate of 80 percent
for the full interview, conditional upon passing the screen. The combined overall response rate for

this sample is 60 percent.
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TABLEIl.1 SURVEY RESPONSE RATES
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B. ANALYSISMETHODS

Most of the research questions for this study are descriptive. Such issues as customer
satisfaction, access to stores, levels of food security, and levels of food use can al be addressed
directly from the relevant data. Therefore, for the most part, the analysis is based on tabulations of
the rdlevant data. In someinstances, however, multivariate techniques were used to examine the role
of various factors when others are held constant, asfor example in Chapter 111, where satisfaction
with services provided by caseworkers is examined in a multivariate logit model. The sections

below highlight a number of issues that have been addressed in implementing this overall approach.

1. Weighting

The survey was designed to achieve a nationally representative sample by obtaining essentially
the same number of list frame interviews in each PSU, except for self-representing PSUs, where the
target sample sizes were adjusted upward to reflect their relative sizes appropriately.®> However,
because of a variety of practical considerations, it was not aways completely possible to fully
achievethis goa of equal sample sizes, and as a result households in different PSUs effectively had
somewhat different probabilities of selection. Weighting was used to adjust for this and make the
sample representative of the national caseload. The weights used were based on the inverses of the
probabilities of selection.

Weighting was also used when combining the three participant samples (list frame in-person,
list frame phone, and RDD). Each of these samples was self-representing (except for the issues
discussed in the previous paragraph), but because of their different sample sizes, combining the three

directly by weighting observations from each equally was not statistically efficient in terms of

3Sdf-representing PSUs are ones that by themselves contained at least one thirty-fifth of all food
stamp cases nationwide and were therefore taken into the sample with certainty.
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minimizing variances. As aresult, weights were constructed that reflected the different variances
implicit in the different sample sizes. (See Appendix B.)

Weighting was used for the nonparticipant sample for a different reason. There was concern
that the sample would not be representative, because the RDD data collection methodology that was
used meant that only households with telephones could be included in the sasmple. To correct for
thisat least partidly, it was decided to post-dratify the nonparticipant sample, so that it would better
reflect the population of low-income households who do not receive food stamps. This was done
by assgning weights based on household characteristics, such that the weighted sample was similar
to control data from the Census Bureau's Current Population Survey with regard to those

characterigtics. The methods used in doing this are presented in Appendix B.*

2. Calculation of Variances

Because of the clustering of the sample and the weighting factors used, the standard methods
for computing the variances of sample estimates that are applicable to simple self-weighting samples
and that are routinely generated by most statistical software programs samples do not apply to most
of the tabulations presented in this report. In genera, the variances of estimates from the current
sample are higher than those that would be applicable to a smple self-weighting sample. This has

been taken into account in the analysis.

“Whereas FSP participant households without phones were included in the in-person list sample
frame, such households were not included in either the CATI participant list frame or the RDD
frame. Thus, the issue regarding coverage of households without phones is aso relevant for the
participant sample. However, the number of FSP participants identified from the RDD frame is
smdl (304 cases, or 12 percent of the unweighted FSP sample). In addition, some of the phone list
sample cases without phones were followed up in person by field staff using cellular phones to
complete the interview. Therefore, it was decided that the statistical gain from adjusting the
participant sample for telephone coverage did not warrant the costs.
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Appendix C presents, for selected variables, variances that have been computed using the
STATA analysis package, which uses Taylor's Series methods for taking into account the sample
design. Asshown in that appendix, the design effects for the participant sample tend to be on the
order of “3,” meaning that variances are about three times those that would be observed in asmple
sdlf-weighting sample of the same size. Thisin turn implies that confidence interval widths around
descriptive statistics are increased by a factor of about 1.76. Design effects are in generd
consderably lower for the nonparticipant sample, since this sample was not clustered into a limited

number of PSUs.

C. LIMITATIONSOF THE DATA AND ANALYSIS
The data assembled for the study represent a solid basis for examining the research questions
highlighted earlier. Aswith al survey data, however, they have limitations that should be noted in

interpreting the analysis. The most important of these are discussed below.

1. LagsBetween Participant Sampling and Data Collection

The list frame participant sample was obtained in spring 1996; however, the data collection
extended into early 1997. This means that by the end of the survey, the sample was about eight
months old, and considerable numbers of participants had dropped off food stamps by the time they
were contacted. Since many of the research questions involved active participants, these dropouts
were not interviewed. As a result, the sample tends to have too many long-term food stamp

participants and too few short-term participants.

2. Lack of Nonparticipants Without Telephones
As noted above, the sampling methodology effectively limited the nonparticipant sample to

households with telephones. While the sample has been post-stratified in an attempt to correct for
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this, the correction is probably not complete. To the extent that nonparticipants without phones are

different from those with phones, the non-telephone households are not reflected in the analysis.

3. Accuracy of Nonparticipant Eligibility Determination

At the beginning of the interview, nonparticipant eigibility was determined with a short
screening instrument that could not fully replicate all the complex digibility criteria the FSP used
in assessing applicant digibility. Further, even for the full interviews, in which more-detailed data
on income, household expenses, and living arrangements were obtained, the data were not sufficient
to fully replicate the information obtained during an FSP application. As aresult, the determinations
of “FSP-eligible’ and “FSP-near-eligible” used in the analysis must be taken as approximations;

some households were undoubtedly misclassified.

D. DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLES OF PARTICIPANTS AND NONPARTICIPANTS

I nterviews were completed with atotal of 3,309 households for the NFSPS: 2,454 households
participating in the FSP and 855 households not participating (450 estimated eligible nonparticipant
households and 405 ineligible nonparticipant households). This section presents (weighted)
descriptive statistics for the samples of participants and nonparticipants.

FSP participants, eligible nonparticipants, and near-eligible nonparticipants differ substantially
on their economic and demographic characteristics (Table 11.2). FSP participant households are
more disadvantaged economically than eligible nonparticipant and near-eligible nonparticipant
households. Average annual gross income of FSP participant households is approximately $8,468,
which is about $1,500 less than digible nonparticipants and nearly $6,500 less than near-eligible
nonparticipants. FSP households were substantially more likely to be on AFDC than €eligible

nonparticipant households (30 percent versus 1 percent) or receive SSI (22 percent versus 7
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TABLEIl.2 CHARACTERISTICS OF FOOD STAMP PARTICIPANT AND

NONPARTICIPANT HOUSEHOLD SAMPLES
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percent). About one-third of households participating in the FSP have earnings, compared with
somewhat more than half of eligible nonparticipants and two-thirds of near-eligible nonparticipants.

Households were classified as urban if they lived in a zip code where 90 percent or more of the
population lived in a Census-defined “urbanized area.” Those with zip codes with 10 percent or
fewer households lived in an urbanized area were classified asrural.® The remainder were classified
as mixed. As shown in the table, 52 percent of the participant sample is classified as urban, 29
percent as mixed, and 13 percent as rural (6 percent could not be classified).

Among the three study groups, there are also important differences in household composition.
FSP households are substantially more likely to contain children, and particularly to be single-parent
households with children. Nearly two-thirds of FSP households have children, and half of those are
headed by asingle parent. Of eligible nonparticipating households, 40 percent contain children, and
approximately 15 percent of those households with children are headed by a single parent. FSP
participating households are less likely to contain elderly people: about one-quarter of FSP
households contain at least one elderly member, compared with about 44 percent of eligible
nonparticipating households.

With regard to demographic characteristics of the person responsible for the finances of the
household, FSP participants are more likely to be African American, between 20 and 49 years of age,
never married/separated/divorced, and less educated than eligible and near-eligible nonparticipants

(Table1.2).

*These conventions for defining urban and rural parallel those used in the FNS Authorised
Retailer Characterigtics Study (Mantovani, Daft, Macalusco, and Hoffman 1997), Technical Report
IV, p. IV-6.
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E. COMPARISONSOF THE FOOD STAMP SAMPLE WITH OTHER DATA ON FOOD
STAMP RECIPIENTS

As noted above, there is at least one significant reason for believing that the sample of food
stamp participants is not fully representative--the lags in the sampling and interviewing processes,
which resulted in some of the sample having left food stamps before being contacted. Other reasons
for differences could include (1) statistical sampling variance in either stage of the sampling process
(PSUs and participants); and (2) nonresponse bias, which could be present if some categories of FSP
participants are less likely than others to be located and to agree to an interview.

To assess the representativeness of the sample, tabulationswere generated of two other national
data sources that have characteristics of samples of food stamp participants. One of these sources,
the Food Stamp Quality Control Sample (FSQC), is a data set compiled from FSP administrative
records. The second source, the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), is an ongoing
survey of American households conducted by the Bureau of the Census, with a special emphasis on
examining households’ participation in programs for low-income families.

Comparisons with these other nationally representative samples of FSP participants reveal that
the current NFSPS contains more participating households with elderly people and fewer receiving
wedfare payments than do the other sources (Table I1.3). Twenty-six percent of NFSPS participant
households contain elderly people, compared with 16 percent of FSP participants in the FSQC and
18 percent of FSP participants in the SIPP. Thirty percent of NFSPS participants receive AFDC,
compared with 38 percent of FSQC participant households. Nearly one-third of NFSPS households
participating in the FSP reported having earnings, compared with 21 percent and 22 percent,
respectively, for FSP participants in the FSQC and SIPP data sets. In general, FSP participantsin
the NFSPS reported higher income but lower food stamp benefits than participants in the FSQC and

SIPP (Table I1.4). The reason for thislatter finding is not clear.
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TABLE 1.3 CHARACTERISTICS OF HOUSEHOLDS RECEIVING FOOD STAMPS
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TABLEIl.4

AVERAGE MONTHLY INCOME AND FOOD STAMP BENEFITS FOR FOOD STAMP HOUSEHOLDS,
BY SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS

(In Dollars)
Income per Household FSP Benefits per Household
Selected Characteristics of FSP Household SIPP FSQC NFSPS SIPP FSQC NFSPS
All FSP Households 590 529 706 193 177 166
Demographic Characteristics
Households That Contain:
Elderly® 569 561 677 67 94 94
Single person® 433 359 471 67 66 66
Children® 650 618 764 254 240 219
Single parent with children ¢ 571 547 638 246 233 231
Multiple adults with children & 904 877 901 287 275 206
Economic Characteristics
Households That Receive:
Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) 549 542 752 260 246 235
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 642 630 730 104 97 105
General Assistance (GA) 541 360 629 143 127 189
Socia Security 644 630 796 87 83 95
Earned income 880 867 1121 214 191 182
Unearned income 595 580 721 186 176 162
No income 0 0 0 230 172 176

SOURCE: 1994 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP): Eligible Reporter Units--households that reported receiving food stamps
and that are simulated as eligible based on reported income, assets, and other information; Summer 1995 Food Stamp Quality
Control Sample (FSQC); 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey (NFSPS).

NoTE:  Amounts expressed in 1996 dollars. All data are weighted.

#Households that contain at least one member age 60 years or older.

PHouseholds that contain only one member.

‘Households that contain at least one member under age 18.

YHouseholds that contain only one member age 18 or older and children (at least one member under age 18).

*Househol ds that contain two or more members age 18 or older and children (at least one member under age 18).

'NFSPS tabulations based on CAPI Food Stamp Program participant sample only (n = 1,109). The telephone data were excluded from these

comparisons in order to ensure comparability with the food stamp quality control data. In the telephone interviews, in order to minimize

interview time, detailed age data on each household member were not obtained, and it was not possible to fully replicate the definition of
children used in the food stamp quality control data.
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That the NFSPS includes proportionately more FSP participant households containing elderly
persons and fewer receiving welfare payments may affect findings on the overal costs of
participating in the FSP, perceptions of stigma associated with program participation, and
dissatisfaction with program services. An examination of this issue suggests that, if anything, the
findings understate participation costs and dissatisfaction with program services. That is because,
as discussed in later chapters, AFDC househol ds have higher average values on these outcomes than
al food stamp participants, whereas households containing elderly persons have lower values on

average. Thereverseistrue for perceptions of stigma.
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1. PARTICIPATION COSTSAND CLIENT SATISFACTION

This chapter examines the costs and “customer satisfaction” experienced by households when
they apply for and participate in the Food Stamp Program (FSP). Among the dimensions of this are:
» Perceptions of the quality of the program services provided, as measured by degrees of

satisfaction
» Thetime and effort associated with participation

» The monetary costsinvolved

Thelevel of stigmafelt by participants

During the interviews conducted for the study, households who had applied for or were
participating in the FSP were asked about their experiences with the program. In genera, for
households who had most recently applied for food stamps more than five years prior to the
interview, the gquestions were limited to the recertification process, since experiences with the
application process were believed to be too old to be relevant. Depending on the interview mode,
households who had gpplied more recently than five years previous were asked either just about the

application or about both their application and their most recent recertification.*

A. CLIENT SATISFACTION
Respondents were asked during the interviews how satisfied they were with various aspects of

the FSP. Thisincluded the application, recertification, and issuance processes as well as satisfaction

To save interview time, households in the telephone interviews were in general asked about
only one process--either application or recertification. Most households who were interviewed in
person were asked about both.
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with the FSP overadl. The responses indicate considerable satisfaction among most clients with how

the program is operated.

1. Satisfaction with the Application and Recertification Processes

When asked to rate their degree of satisfaction with the application process, using a four-point
scale, 51 percent of participants rated themselves as “very satisfied” and another 35 percent rated
themsalves “somewhat satisfied” (Table 111.1). The remaining 14 percent of the respondents were
about equally divided between “somewhat dissatisfied” and “very dissatisfied.” Similar responses
were given with regard to the recertification process. However, the percentage of participants who
were “very satisfied” was somewhat larger (59 percent), and the percentage ranking themselvesin

one of the dissatisfied categories was dightly lower (approximately 6 percent each).

2. Satisfaction with the | ssuance Process

The average ratings for the issuance process are similar to, but dightly higher than, those for the
recertification process. Sixty-five percent of participants rated themselves as “very satisfied,” and
another 23 percent rated themselves “somewhat satisfied” (Table 111.1). However, the overal
percentages regarding issuance hide substantial differences between participants receiving Electronic
Benefit Transfer (EBT) food stamp benefits and those receiving coupons. Eighty-four percent of
EBT recipients ranked themselves as “very satisfied,” as compared to 64 percent at the non-EBT
sites.? Within the non-EBT group, levels of satisfaction tended to be highest for the respondents
receiving mail issuance of benefits. Under al types of issuance, most of those who were not “very

satisfied” characterized themsalves as “ somewhat satisfied.”

*Theseresults are consistent with those of earlier evaluations of EBT that have found that most
program participants prefer electronic issuance. See, for example, Beecroft et a. 1994.
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TABLEIIIL1

CURRENT PARTICIPANTS OVERALL SATISFACTION WITH FOOD STAMP PROGRAM AND
SATISFACTION WITH APPLICATION, RECERTIFICATION, AND ISSUANCE PROCESSES
(Percentages)

Degree of Satisfaction

Very Somewhat Somewhat Very Sample
Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Missing Tota Size

Application Process® 50.7 34.8 7.0 7.5 0.0 100.0 1,721
Recertification Process® 59.4 275 6.3 6.8 0.0 100.0 1,352
I ssuance Process 65.2 22.6 5.1 5.4 17 100.0 2,442
EBT® 83.8 10.5 33 18 0.6 100.0 219
Non-EBT¢ 64.4 229 5.4 5.8 15 100.0 2,223
Mail coupon issuance 75.2 17.0 25 3.0 2.2 100.0 738
ATP/coupon issuance 62.4 24.4 8.1 4.4 0.7 100.0 465
Pick up coupons directly 58.0 24.4 7.3 9.1 13 100.0 835
Food Stamp Program 55.8 29.5 6.5 4.9 33 100.0 2,442
EBT® 61.3 26.5 3.0 7.4 19 100.0 219
Non-EBT¢ 54.7 29.5 5.6 7.1 31 100.0 2,223
Mail coupon issuance 58.6 26.5 5.9 7.1 18 100.0 738
ATP/coupon issuance 54.1 311 4.1 6.5 4.2 100.0 465
Pick up coupons directly 51.6 314 6.0 74 37 100.0 835

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

#Questions about the degree of satisfaction with the application process were asked of RDD participants, CATI list frame participants, and
CAPI list frame participants who applied for food stamps in the five years prior to the interview.

P Questions about the degree of satisfaction with the recertification process were asked of RDD participants, CATI list frame participants,
and CAPI list frame participants who had been recertified for food stamps.

‘Receive EBT food stamp benefits.

YReceive food stamp benefits in form of coupons, ATP/voucher used to get coupons, or check/cashoit.
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3. Overall Satisfaction with the FSP

Most current participants--56 percent--reported being “very satisfied” with the FSP overall
(Tablelll.1). Aswith theissuance process, a greater percentage of EBT participants than non-EBT
participants said they were “very satisfied.” However, here the difference was much smaller: 61
percent of EBT participants versus 55 percent of non-EBT participants reported being “very

satisfied” with the FSP overall.

4. Satisfaction with Services Received from Caseworkers

Another dimension of program satisfaction is how FSP participants regard the services provided
by their digibility workers or caseworkers, who are usually a participant’s main point of contact with
the program. Respondents were asked whether they agreed with a set of statements about caseworker
services, with the statements being phrased in such a way that agreement was an expression of
satisfaction. For instance, respondents were asked whether they agreed that their caseworker keeps
them informed about what is happening with their case. A four-point scale was provided for the
answers, ranging from “agree strongly” to “disagree strongly.”

Patterns of satisfaction and dissatisfaction about caseworker services are in general quite similar
to those observed in the previous tables. Most participants find the services received from the
caseworker to be satisfactory. For all the dimensions of program service asked about, more than 70
percent of respondents said they “agree strongly” or “somewhat agree” with the statements that
indicated satisfaction (Table I11.2). Nearly 90 percent of participants agreed strongly or somewhat
strongly that their caseworker is knowledgeable about benefits and procedures and treats clients
respectfully. Approximately 80 percent of participants agree strongly or somewhat strongly with the

statement that their caseworker helps to resolve client problems. About 75 percent of
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TABLEIII1.2

CURRENT PARTICIPANTS SATISFACTION WITH SERVICES PROVIDED BY THEIR FOOD STAMP CASEWORKER

(Percentages)
Degree of Agreement
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree
Aspect of Caseworker Performance Strongly Somewhat Somewhat Strongly Missing Tota
Services Are Suitable to Needs of
Respondent 54.1 28.7 3.9 7.3 6.0 100.0
Respondent Agrees with
Caseworker's Decisions 53.7 24.7 6.5 9.2 59 100.0
Caseworker Keeps the Respondent
Informed 57.5 18.3 7.5 104 6.4 100.0
Caseworker Helps to Resolve
Respondent’ s Problems 59.7 194 5.7 9.2 6.0 100.0
Caseworker |s Knowledgeable
About FSP Benefits and Procedures 67.1 19.6 25 3.7 7.1 100.0
Caseworker Treats Clients
Respectfully 715 15.1 25 5.6 5.3 100.0
Caseworker Is Available by
Telephone 53.7 20.7 6.2 10.1 9.2 100.0
Caseworker Is Available for In-
Person Meetings 50.4 235 5.2 6.1 14.7 100.0
Sample Size 2,454

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.
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participants were strongly or somewhat satisfied with the availability of caseworkers for in-person

meetings or telephone consultations or caseworkers' ability to keep the participant informed.

5. Characteristics of Participants Dissatisfied with the Food Stamp Program

Between 10 and 20 percent of participants express dissatisfaction with specific aspects of the
FSP, with services received from caseworkers, and with the program overal. It isimportant to
ascertain the characteristics and circumstances of participating households dissatisfied with the
program. This section examines the household and persona characteristics of respondents who are
dissatisfied.

Multivariate logit anadlyss was used to estimate the association between characteristics and the
likelihood of being dissatisfied, separately for (1) the application process, (2) the recertification
process, (3) the issuance process, (4) caseworker performance, and (5) the overall program.® The
likelihood of being dissatisfied was hypothesized to depend on demographic and economic
characterigtics of the household and respondent, the household’ s experiences with the program, and
respondents’ perceptions of stigma. The logit model was used to estimate these rel ationships (see

Appendix D for discussion of the estimation methodology and Appendix D Tables D.2 through D.6,

3For all outcomes except caseworker performance, respondents are classified as “ dissatisfied”
if they were ether “strongly dissatisfied” or “somewhat dissatisfied.” Respondents were asked eight
guestions about caseworker performance. While there are alternative ways to classify whether a
household is dissatisfied with caseworker performance, for the analysis, a household was defined
as “dissatisfied” if at least half of its nonmissing responses to the statements about caseworker
performance were either “disagree strongly” or “disagree somewhat.” Eleven percent of
participating households are “ dissatisfied” with their caseworker’ s performance under this definition.
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which present the marginal effect estimates and standard errors from the logit model).* Table 111.3
summarizes the findings for the five outcome measures.

In general, across most aspects of the FSP examined, households dissatisfied with the FSP are
more likely to reside in urban areas and have low monthly FSP benefits compared with households
that are satisfied. For example, compared with rural participants, participants residing in urban areas
were about five percentage points more likely to be dissatisfied with the FSP overal. The results
for benefit levels suggest that levels of program dissatisfaction are highest for the households who
least need the program’ s services, as evidenced by the low benefit levels to which they are entitled.
Those dissatisfied are also more likely to feel there is stigma associated with program participation,
and their participation costs, as measured by the time and out-of-pocket costs of applying for or
recertifying benefits, are higher. Dissatisfaction with the application process increased with the
number of trips to the FSP office and other places when applying (an increase of 2.2 percentage
points per trip). Households with higher time and out-of-pocket application costs were more likely
to view the application process unfavorably, athough these differences were only marginaly
statisticaly significant. Similar relationships held between dissatisfaction with the recertification
process and the number of trips made and time and out-of-pocket costs spent becoming recertified
for food stamps. EBT households were less likely than coupon and cash recipient-households to
have an unfavorable opinion about the issuance process (7 percentage points less). Having recently

experienced issuance problems was also a predictor of dissatisfaction.

“The logit regressions were run on unweighted data. To simplify the interpretation of the
coefficients of the logit model, Appendix D tables show the “marginal effects’ of the independent
variables. These marginal effects show the change in the likelihood of dissatisfaction that would be
predicted to occur in response to a given change in the value of some independent variable, holding
al other measured factors constant. The marginal effects were calculated using weighted data.
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TABLEIIIL3

SUMMARY OF PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS ASSOCIATED WITH DISSATISFACTION WITH ASPECTS OF THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM

Strongly or Somewhat Dissatisfied With:

Application Recertification Issuance Caseworker Food Stamp
Characteristics Process Process Process Performance® Program Overall
Household Characteristics
Urban Residence (Omitted group: rural residence) +xx + + RxE +xx
Household Contains Elderly Member (Omitted group” household does not contain elderly member) + + - - *xk
Monthly Food Stamp Benefit Level (Omitted group: benefits equal $10 or less) © *xk *xx - - *xk
Black Non-Hispanic (Omitted group: white non-Hispanic) +xx RxE RxE + +xx
Receive EBT (Omitted group: receive coupons or cash benefits) n.a n.a e n.a -
Experienceswith Food Stamp Program
Level of Stigma Associated with FSP Participation (Omitted group: do not perceive stigma
associated with FSP participation)© RxE RxE RxE + +
Number of Times Applied for FSP Benefits During Adult Life + n.a n.a n.a RxE
Number of Tripsto the FSP Office or Other Places When Applying RxE n.a n.a n.a +
Total Hours Spent Applying + n.a n.a n.a +
Total Out-of-Pocket Costs Spent Applying + n.a n.a n.a +
Number of Trips to the FSP Office or Other Places to Become Recertified n.a + n.a n.a -
Total Hours Spent to Become Recertified n.a RxE n.a n.a +
Total Out-of-Pocket Costs Spent to Become Recertified n.a + n.a n.a +
Have Had Issuance Problems During the Past Two Months (Omitted group: no issuance problems
during past year)® n.a n.a RxE n.a RxE
Prefer Benefits I ssued Twice Monthly (Omitted group: satisfied with monthly issuance of benefits) n.a n.a RxE n.a +
Sample Size 1,617 1,252 2,252 2,283 2,213
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TABLE I11.3 (continued)

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

NOTE: Results based on logit regressions run on unweighted data. The regressions included additional household and personal characteristics of FSP participants not shown in the table. See Appendix D for
discussion of estimation methodology; Appendix Tables D.1 through D.5 present the coefficient estimates and standard errors, as well as means of variables used in regression. “t” statistics reflect correction
for clustered design, based on Taylor’s series routine in Stata.

Thetablereadsasfollows The entry “+*** for urban residence under strongly or somewhat dissatisfied with the application process’ means that households residing in urban areas were more likely than
households residing in rural areas to respond that they were dissatisfied strongly or dissatisfied somewhat with the application process, holding all other measured factors constant, and this difference was
statigtically different from zero at the .01 level, two-tailed test.

#Respondents were read and asked to respond to eight statements that characterized caseworker performance by indicating whether they agreed or disagreed. The statements were phrased in away such that they
indicated “good” performance. A respondent was classified as “dissatisfied” with caseworker performance if half or more of his or her (nonmissing) responses to the eight questions were “ disagree strongly” or
“disagree somewhat.”

>The monthly food stamp benefit level variables included in regression were: $11 to $99; $100 to $199; $200 to $299; and $300 or more.

#Respondents could report being stigmatized in as many as four ways, by giving a“yes’ response to four questions about being stigmatized when participating in the FSP. The stigma variables included in the
regression were: one, two; three; and four.

#ssuance problems included instances in which benefits were late, lost, or stolen during the past two months.
n.a. = variable not included in regression.

+ = characteristic is positively related to dissatisfaction.

- = characteristic is negatively related to dissatisfaction.

**Ggnificantly different from zero at the .05 level, two-tailed test.
***Ggnificantly different from zero at the .01 level, two-tailed test.



B. FOOD STAMP APPLICATION AND RECERTIFICATION COSTS

While the exact procedures for applying for food stamps vary among states, food stamp offices,
and to some extent, clients, the basic application process involves four main steps. (1) requesting
information and obtaining an application form, (2) completing and filing an application form, (3)
completing an eligibility determination interview, and (4) providing verification of household
circumgtances. After these steps are completed, FSP caseworkers determine whether the applicant
isdigiblefor food stamps, and if so, the benefit amount. The recertification processis similar to the
application process but is not as involved, since the focus usually is on determining whether any
changes have occurred since application. The rest of this section presents findings on the time and
effort required to apply for and be recertified for food stamp benefits. It examines the time,

monetary, and nonmonetary (stigma) costs to participants of application and recertification.

1. History of Participants Application and Reasons for Applying

Understanding the history of participants application and the motivations of households for
gpplying for benefits provides a context within which to examine their subsequent experiences with
the program. Current FSP participants have applied for food stamps two times on average over their
adult lives (Table I11.4). Nearly three-quarters of current participants applied for food stamps within
the past five years. Participants benefits are recertified, on average, every eight months. The
median time between recertifications is six months.

Among participants who applied within five years prior to the interview, most elected to apply

because of a greater need for food assistance brought about by income or job changes, illness or
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TABLEI1l.4

HISTORY OF PARTICIPANTS FOOD STAMP APPLICATION
(Percentages, Unless Stated Otherwise)

Number of Different Times Applied

One 46.2
Two 25.1
Three or more 23.2
Don’t know/refused to answer 55
Totd 100.0
Mean 2.2
Median 2.0
Applied Within the Past Five Years 73.4
Time Between Recertification of Benefits (in months)®
Mean 8.2
Median 6.0
Sample Size 2,454

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

4 ncludes only those cases that provided a nonzero response (n = 1,213).
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disability, or changesin household composition (Table I11.5).> Virtualy all participants (91 percent)
mentioned having a greater need for the benefit as areason for applying. For 76 percent of current
participants, a reduction in income left them with insufficient resources to meet household needs;
43 percent of current participants said that they or someone else in the household lost a job.

Nearly half the recent applicants cited family size and composition changes as a reason for
applying. Loss of a wage-earning spouse through separation or divorce, birth of children, or the
addition of household members who do not contribute income are some examples of how family size
and composition changes cause househol ds to have insufficient resources. Approximately one-third
of current participants reported that they applied because a household member became ill or disabled.
For nearly one-third of current participants, friends, coworkers, or caseworkers played arole in their
decision by suggesting they apply for food stamps.

Similar information was aso tabulated for various subgroups of current participants, such as
households containing an elderly person, households with earnings, or households in rura versus
urban locations (results not shown). While there are afew, generally minor, differences, the overal
patterns are quite similar to those discussed above for current participants overall. Some of the
largest differences were observed for elderly households. For example, compared to all current
participant households, ederly participant households were more likely than the whole sample to cite
disability or illness as a reason for applying (52 percent versus 35 percent) and were less likely to

apply because of job loss (27 percent versus 43 percent).

°To save interviewing time, only CATI list frame participants who applied within the past five
years of the interview were asked about the reasons they currently receive food stamps. Respondents
providing more than one reason for applying were also asked to identify the most important reason.
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TABLEIIl.5

REASONS FOR APPLYING FOR FOOD STAMPS*

(Percentages)
Most |mportant

Reason All Reasons Reason
Have a Greater Need for Benefit 90.8 39.6
Change in Resources

Income change 75.7 15.0

Household member lost job 43.3 10.1
Change in Size or Composition of Household 48.0 115
Household Member Became Il or Disabled 35.5 10.3
Became Aware of Eligibility

Friend or coworker suggested application 29.3 0.7

Caseworker suggested application 28.7 18
Change in Program 6.8 0.1
Other 18.3 8.8
Missng 12 2.1
Totd n.a 100.0
Sample Size 710 710

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

%Only CATI ligt frame participants who applied within five years preceding the interview were asked
why their household applied for food stamps.

n.a. = not gpplicable. (Tota does not equal 100 percent, because respondents could give more than
one reason for applying for food stamps.)
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2. Number of Trips Made and Time Spent Applying and Being Recertified for Benefits

Most participants--93 percent for those applying and 80 percent for those needing
recertification--had to go to afood stamp office to apply or be recertified (Table I11.6). It was not
uncommon for participants to have to make multiple trips to the food stamp office. Approximately
29 percent of people gpplying had to make two trips, and about 13 percent reported making three or
more. The comparable numbers for recertifications were 11 and 3 percent, respectively. Substantial
numbers of participants aso reported that they had to go to additional places to obtain necessary
information for their most recent case actions. This was true of about 29 percent of applications and
16 percent of recertifications.

Overal, participants reported having to make between two and three trips to the food stamp
office or other places and spend an average of approximately five hours on their most recent
applications.® The average time spent applying, however, is substantially influenced by a few
households with very high amounts of time spent applying--the median applicant spent about 2.8
hours. Thetota number of trips and the time required for recertifications were considerably lower,
with a mean of 1.4 trips and 2.3 hours. The median household made one trip and spent 1.3 hours
being recertified. That households make fewer trips and spend less time being recertified than
applying for food stamps probably reflects at least two factors: (1) the food stamp office aready has
some of the necessary information on file by the time a case is recertified, and (2) the applicant better

understands what information is needed and therefore is able to assemble it more efficiently.

*The average time spent applying for food stamps estimated in the current study is very similar
to that estimated in the 1992 study The Food Samp Application Process, which estimated an average
time of 4.8 hours (Bartlett et al. 1992).
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TABLEIIIL6

FOOD STAMP PROGRAM APPLICATION AND RECERTIFICATION EXPERIENCES AMONG PARTICIPANTS

Process
Application® Recertification®
Method
In person 92.7 80.1
Home visit 14 20
By telephone 14 24
By mail 21 124
Authorized representative 24 23
Missing 0.0 0.9
Whether Made Trips to Food Stamp Office or Other Places
No trips to food stamp office or other places 5.2 16.0
Tripsto food stamp office and other places 29.0 16.1
Tripsto food stamp office but not other places 60.0 62.5
No trips to food stamp office but trips to other places 15 24
Missing 4.3 3.0
Number of Trips Made to the Food Stamp Office
0 7.3 199
1 485 66.3
2 28.8 10.5
3 or more 135 2.8
Missing 2.0 0.5
Mean® 16 1.0
Median® 1.0 1.0
Amount of Time Dealing with Food Stamp Office Staff (in hours)
Mean® 3.9 17
Median® 20 1.0
Number of Trips Made to Other Places
0 66.0 78.6
1 15.6 94
2 6.5 4.6
3 or more 8.8 4.8
Missing 3.0 2.6
Mean® 0.7 0.4
Median® 0.0 0.0
Amount of Time Dealing with Others (in hours)
Mean® 0.9 0.5
Median® 0.0 0.0
Total Number of Trips Made
0 52 16.0
1 36.5 55.3
2 241 13.8
3to4 20.7 8.3
Morethan 4 9.1 3.7
Missing 4.3 3.0
Mean® 23 14
Median® 20 1.0
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TABLE I11.6 (continued)

Process
Application® Recertification®
Tota Amount of Time Dealing with Food Stamp Office Staff and Others (in hours)
Mean® 4.8 23
Median® 2.8 1.3
Sample Size 1,725 1,352

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

2Questions about the application process were asked of RDD participants, CATI list frame participants, and CAPI list frame participants
who applied for food stamps in the five years prior to the interview.

b Questions about the recertification process were asked of RDD participants, CATI list frame participants, and CAPI list frame participants
who have been recertified for food stamps.

“Calculation of mean or median is based on all households in sample that apply (or recertify), including those with zero values.



Similar information was tabulated for nonparticipants who had been food stamp recipients, to
see if their experiences had been markedly different in ways that might help explain their
nonparticipation. Because of small sample sizes, the results are not displayed, but the overall

patterns appear quite similar to those discussed above for current participants.

3. Out-of-Pocket Costs of Applying for and Being Recertified for Food Stamp Benefits
Approximately 80 percent of gpplicants and 65 percent of participants being recertified reported
that they had incurred some out-of-pocket monetary costs in connection with their application or
recertification (Table I11.7). By far the most common type of out-of-pocket costs involved
transportation: 80 percent of applicants and 65 percent of recertifiers incurred transportation costs.
(A detailed breakdown of these costs is not available; however, respondents were asked to include
“gas, bus fare, parking, tolls, or any money that you may have paid a driver.”) The second most
common cost--incurred by fewer than seven percent of respondents--was for child or elder care.
Total out-of-pocket costs averaged over dl participants, including those with zero out-of -pocket
costs, were $10.31 for application and $5.84 for recertification.” The average transportation costs
incurred for al participants, including those with zero costs, was $8.45 for applications and $4.88
for recertifications. Aswith the earlier data on time spent, however, these averages hide distributions
that are substantially influenced by households having very high costs. Thirty-seven percent of
applications and 22 percent of recertifications involved costs greater that $8.00. The median

transportation costs for applying for and being recertified for benefits are $5.00 and $3.00,

"Bartlett et a. (1992) reach very similar conclusions, estimating an average cost of $10.40.
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TABLE L7

FOOD STAMP PROGRAM APPLICATION AND RECERTIFICATION COSTS AMONG PARTICIPANTS

Process
Application® Recertification®
Percentage of Households with Out-of-Pocket Costs 80.1 64.8
Transportation 79.1 64.1
Child or elder care 6.8 53
Other 5.4 2.6
Amount of Out-of-Pocket Costs (in Dollars)®
Transportation
Mean 8.45 4.88
Median 5.00 3.00
Child or elderly care
Mean 1.58 0.79
Median 0.00 0.00
Other
Mean 0.88 0.36
Median 0.00 0.00
Total
Mean 10.31 5.84
Median 5.00 3.00
Total Out-of Pocket Costs
$0 25.0 34.7
$1-3 15.8 18.2
$4-8 224 24.9
Greater than 8 36.7 22.2
Sample Size 1,721 1,352

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

#Questions about the application process were asked of subsets of RDD and CATI list frame participants, and all CAPI list frame participants
who had applied for food stamps in the five years prior to the interview.

b Questions about the recertification process were asked of subsets of RDD participants and CATI list frame participants, and all CAPI list
frame participants who had been recertified for food stamps.

“Cost calculations include cases who reported a cost of zero dollars for any specific type of cost or on tota cost.
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respectively.? The average child or elder care costs were $1.58 for applications and $.79 for
recertifications.’

In assessing these out-of-pocket costs, it is aso important to note that, as described in Section
2 above, there are substantial time costs involved in the application and recertification processes.
Thereisno clearly appropriate way to accurately impute the value of thistime, and, as aresult, this
imputation has not been done here. However, if any reasonable monetary value were assigned to

these time costs, estimated total cost would increase substantially.

4. Stigma

Another type of participation cost for some households is feeling embarrassment or stigma at
having to use food stamps or a having other people aware of their participation in the program. The
results of the survey suggest that this is clearly a problem for some FSP participants, with
approximately 40 percent of participants indicating that they had experienced at least one form of
stigma. However, the mgjority of participants do not report feelings of stigma associated with
program participation.

Approximately 15 percent of current participants said that they had tried at some time to hide
the fact that they were receiving food stamps, and 22 percent indicated that they had avoided telling
other people about their receipt (Table [11.8). Ten percent said they went out of their way to shop
at astore where nobody knew them to avoid having someone they knew see them using food stamps.
Ten percent said that they have been treated disrespectfully when they told people that they received

food stamps.

8The average (median) transportation costs incurred by only those participants who had
transportation costs was $10.73 ($6.00) for applications and $7.34 ($5.00) for recertifications.

°The average (median) child or elder care costs incurred by only those participants who had
nonzero costs was $23.06 ($15.00) for applications and $14.85 ($10.00) for recertifications.
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TABLE11.8

PERCEPTIONS OF STIGMA AMONG FOOD STAMP PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS
(Percentages, Unless Stated Otherwise)

Have Done Things to Hide That They Get Food Stamps 15.1
Have Avoided Telling People About Receiving Food Stamps 22.4
Have Gone out of Their Way to Shop at a Store Where No One Knows
Them 10.3
Have Been Treated Disrespectfully When They Told People They
Recelved Food Stamps 10.5
Have Been Treated Disrespectfully When Using Food Stamps in a Store 22.8
Treated disrespectfully by:?°
Store clerk 86.4
Other shoppers 333
Other 4.1
Have Thrown Away Food Stamps or Given Them to Someone Else
Because Embarrassed to Use Them 0.2
Stigma Index®
0 59.7
1 18.0
2 9.3
3 59
4 4.2
5 2.0
6 0.1
Missng 0.9
Total 100.0
Mean 0.82
Sample Size 2,454

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

4Cdculated only for those who have been treated disrespectfully when using food stampsin a store.

PPercentages sum to more than 100 percent because respondents could give more than one answer.

‘Stigma index is the sum of the responses to each of the six stigma questions shown in the top
portion of the table, where response equals 1 if respondent experienced stigma and equals O if not.

Index ranges from O to 6, with higher values on the index indicating greater number of positive
responses to perceiving stigma.
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Approximately 23 percent of respondents reported having been treated disrespectfully in stores.
Of those who reported this, most (86 percent) had been treated rudely by a store clerk; about athird
had been treated disrespectfully by other shoppers. Few participants (Iess than one percent) went
so far as to throw away their food stamps or give them to someone else because they were
embarrassed to use them.

To obtain asummary measure of perceptions of stigma, a scale was developed by calculating
the number of different ways, based on the data collected, that each respondent reported experiencing
stigma effects.’® The results, shown in the bottom panel of Table 111.8, indicate that most
respondents--60 percent--did not report any type of stigma or stigmatizing experience. Eighteen
percent of participants reported just one type of stigmatizing experience, and 22 percent reported two
or moretypes. These results suggest that stigma is not an issue for most participants but may be a
significant problem for aminority of households receiving food stamps.

To examine possible differences in stigma between subgroups of the FSP population, Table 111.9
shows the percentages of households reporting a positive level on the stigma scale, by population
subgroup. The data suggest that the elderly are the most likely to experience stigma. Seventy-six
percent of households with an elderly member indicated having experienced stigma. The AFDC

group was the least likely to do so.

C. CONCLUSIONS
Results reported earlier in the chapter suggest that clients incur significant costs in complying
with program requirements. The average application involves nearly five hours of client time,

including at least two trips to the FSP office or other places; the comparable numbers for

9The index is derived from the full set of questions--six questions in all, shown in the top of
Table I111.8. It ranges from a low of “0” (have not experienced stigma) to a high of “6” (have
experienced al six aspects of stigma).
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TABLEIIL9

PERCENTAGE OF FOOD STAMP PROGRAM HOUSEHOLDS WITH SOME INDICATION
OF STIGMA BEING PRESENT, BY SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS
(Entries Are Percentages)

Selected Characteristics of FSP Household Stigma Present Stigma Not Present

All FSP Households 60.3 39.7

Demographic Characteristics

Households That Contain:
Elderly? 76.0 24.0
Single person® 713 28.7
Children® 54.0 46.0
Single parent with children®f 52.8 47.2
Multiple adults with children®f 55.4 44.6

Economic Characteristics

Households That Receive:

Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 419 58.1
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 66.2 33.7
Socia Security 72.2 27.8
Earned income 55.1 45.0
Unearned income 60.5 39.5
No income 62.9 37.1

SOURCE: 1994 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP): Eligible Reporter Units--households that reported receiving food stamps
and that are simulated as eligible based on reported income, assets, and other information; Summer 1995 Food Stamp Quality
Control Sample (FSQC); 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey (NFSPS).

NoTE:  Amounts expressed in 1996 dollars. All data are weighted.

*Households that contain at least one member age 60 years or older.

PHouseholds that contain only one member.

‘Households that contain at least one member under age 18.

YHouseholds that contain only one member age 18 or older and children (at least one member under age 18).

*Househol ds that contain two or more members age 18 or older and children (at least one member under age 18).

'NFSPS tabulations based on CAPI Food Stamp Program participant sample only (n = 1,109).

9See Table 111.8 for the definition of stigma used in the tabulation.
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recertifications are nearly 2.5 hours and at least one trip. On average, the direct monetary costs
involved are about $10.31 for applications and $5.84 for recertifications, with most of this money
being spent on transportation.

Stigma does not appear to be a significant problem for most FSP participants. However, there
is a minority of respondents whose survey responses suggest that they experience considerable
stigma from their participation in the program.

Ovedl, the data reviewed above suggest that the typical FSP client is quite satisfied with the
program services that he or she recelves. These results hold consistently whether the relevant
questions ask about overdl levels of satisfaction with the program, satisfaction with specific aspects
of the program, or satisfaction with services received from caseworkers. However, the satisfaction
is not unanimous. In response to each of these questions, 10 to 20 percent of participants express
unhappiness about the program. Generally across most aspects of the FSP examined, households
dissatisfied with the FSP are more likely to reside in urban areas and have low monthly FSP benefits
compared with households that are satisfied. Those that are dissatisfied are also more likely to feel
there is stigma associated with program participation, and their participation costs tend to be higher

(as measured by the time and out-of-pocket costs of applying for or recertifying benefits).
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V. FOOD STAMP PROGRAM NONPARTICIPATION

This chapter examines Food Stamp Program (FSP) nonparticipation by eligible households. The
analysis tabulates the stated reasons eligible households give for not participating as well as the
characteristics of eligible nonparticipating households, comparing them with the characteristics of
households currently participating. The analyses aso consider the role that stigma and the form of
benefit play in the household' s decision not to participate.

An important caveat should be kept in mind throughout the chapter. As discussed in Chapter
[, given the constraints of the telephone survey process, it was possible to replicate only
approximately the FSP dligibility determination in conducting the survey. It istherefore likely that
the tabulations include some households who would have been found to be ineligible in an actual
FSP digibility determination.

The €ligibility profile of respondents in the random-digit-dialing (RDD) survey provides
somewhat mixed evidence on the extent of this problem of there being some possibly incorrect
eigibility determinations in the data. On the one hand, only 754 eligible households were identified
out of 6,132 households who completed the screening interview and provided information in which
to determine digibility for food stamps. This implies an FSP digibility rate of about 12 percent;*
however, Trippe (1996) presents dataimplying an dligibility rate of approximately 15 percent.? This

comparison suggests that the present survey may actually have had a tendency to miss eligible

For the RDD sample, 6,429 screening interviews were completed. However, 297 households
did not supply enough information to determine whether they were eligible for food stamps or not.
That leaves 6,132 completed screening interviews with information available to determine FSP
eligibility. See Section I1.A for backup for the 754 eligibles figure.

*Trippe estimates out of a population of about 95 million U.S. households that approximately
14 million households were dligible for the program in 1992.
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households, rather than allow too many through the eligibility screen. However, to at least some
extent, the difference between Trippe's 15 percent digibility estimate and the current screening rate
of 12 percent could reflect improved economic conditions between 1992 (when the data used by
Trippe s sudy were collected) and 1996 (when the NFSPS was conducted). Also, the low apparent
eligibility rate could be due, in part, to the current survey not screening households without
telephones, which tend to have lower incomes.

It isaso rlevant to note that the NFSPS survey identified only 304 households receiving food
stamps among the 754 apparently eligible households that were screened. By itsdlf, this latter
statistic (implying a 40 percent participation rate among dligibles) would suggest that too many
apparently eligible nonparticipants were identified, since the overall household FSP participation rate
among those eligible is believed to be about 69 percent. However, this finding of surprisingly low
numbers of participants could result in part from the well-known tendency of households to
underreport participation in programs such as the FSP and Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) when asked about it in surveys.’

Overdl, then, these comparisons with national data and estimates are inconclusive as to whether
the NFSPS screening process alowed too many ineligibles to be counted as eligible. The overal
program-dligible rate implicit in the current estimates suggests that this is not the case, while the
relatively low ratio of participants to eligible nonparticipants suggests that it may be. A reasonable
judgment is that some of the households who passed the screen are not eligible but that a substantial

majority of them are.

3For ingtance, in the 1992 and 1993 Panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation
(SIPP), for both AFDC and food stamps, the monthly numbers of participants implied by the survey
data are only gpproximately 82 percent of the administrative total (based on unpublished tabulations
of SIPP databy MPR).

54



A. ELIGIBLE NONPARTICIPANTS EXPERIENCESWITH THE FSP

Nearly 45 percent of eligible households not participating in the FSP have previously applied
for or checked whether they were eligible for food stamps over their adult life (Table 1V.1). One-
quarter of current nonparticipant households (or more than half of those who ever applied) applied
for or checked into their digibility for food stamps without applying during the past five years.
Among these recent applicants, nearly two-thirds received and used food stamps. However, most
of those households receiving food stamps within the past five years did so for only a very short
time: 43 percent received food slamps for less than six months; 80 percent received food stamps less

than one year. These former participants received food stamps on average for nine months.

B. STATED REASONSFOR NONPARTICIPATION

This section examines the reasons for nonparticipation as reported directly by eligible but
nonparticipating households. The strength of this approach is that nonparticipants--the only people
who really know why they are not participating--are given the opportunity to report their reasons.
A drawback with the approach is that respondents may not give the real reasons for nonparticipation.
For example, they may be reluctant to give the real reason and give what they consider to be more
socially accepted reason instead; they may smply forget the real reason and give other reasons
instead; or their perceptions of the reasons may not be correct. (Section D examines the association
between nonparticipation and the demographic and economic characteristics of eligible households
within amultivariate context that controls for other factors. That analysis provides indirect evidence
for the reasons for nonparticipation, since personal and household characteristics, though not the

actua reasons for nonparticipation of eligible households, may be associated with the reasons. The
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TABLEIV.1

ELIGIBLE NONPARTICIPANTS EXPERIENCESWITH THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM
(Percentages, Unless Stated Otherwise)

Have Applied for Food Stamps in the Past 43.5
Number of Different Times Applied
None 56.2
One 23.2
Two 9.3
Three or more 9.7
Don’'t know/refused to answer 1.3
Total 100.0
Mean 2.2
Median 1.0
Have Applied Within the Past Five Y ears 24.5
Among Those Who Applied Within Past Five Y ears, Outcome?
Did not complete application 8.1
Completed application
Did not receive food stamps 27.0
Recelved but did not use food stamps 0.9
Recelved and used food stamps 62.1
Don't know/refused to answer 19

Length of Time Received Food Stamps Before Stopping®

L ess than 6 months 42.7
6 months to 12 months 36.6
1to 2 years 8.0
More than 2 but less than 5 years 4.8
Missng 7.9
Total 100.0
Mean (months) 8.7
Median (months) 6.0
Sample Size 450

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.
n=111.

®Cal cul ated for those who received and used food stamps within the past five years only (n = 63).
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weakness of this method is that one has to try to infer the actual reasons from the associations, but

the associations may be consistent with more than one reason.)

1. Reasons Given by Eligible Nonparticipantsfor Not Applying

Nonparticipants were asked whether they were aware that they may be eligible to receive food
stamp benefits. Those answering “yes’ were then asked to give the reasons they haven't applied. In
addition, nonparticipants who applied for and received food stamps within the past five years were
asked why they stopped participating. The rest of this section examines responses to these lines of
questioning.

Reasons related to perceptions about their digibility were most often cited by eligible
households for not applying for food stamps (Table 1V.2). Seventy-two percent of current eligible
nonparticipants were not aware that they were eligible for the FSP. Less than 15 percent of
respondents cited a factor related to the costs of participation as the most important reason for not
applying. For example, approximately seven percent mentioned a psychological or stigma-related
reason as the most important grounds for not participating; about five percent of eligible households
cited the money, time, or hassles involved in applying as the most important reason. Eight percent
of respondents mentioned “not needing food stamps” as one of the reasons their household was not
participating in the program; five percent of eigible households said this was the most important
reason for not applying.

These findings are consistent with past research on stated reasons for nonparticipation. For
example, studies by Coe (1983b) and the General Accounting Office (1988a) have found that more

than half of FSP-eligible nonparticipants thought they were indligible for the program. Of those
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TABLEIV.2

REASONS ELIGIBLE NONPARTICIPANTS CURRENTLY HAVE NOT
APPLIED FOR FOOD STAMPS

(Percentages)

Most |mportant

Reasons All Reasons’ Reason
I nfor mational Problems
Not Aware May Be Eligible 71.7 717
Do Not Know How or Where to Apply 14 11
Per ceptions of Need
Do Not Need Food Stamps 7.8 4.7
Costs of Participation
Money, Time, and Hasde
Too much paperwork 2.8 13
Transportation is a problem 15 11
Benefit too small for effort required 2.8 2.4
Psychologica/Stigma
Do not like to rely on government assistance/charity 4.4 4.0
Do not want to be seen shopping with food stamps 0.7 0.2
Do not want peers to know need help 0.7 0.0
Too proud to ask for assistance 0.4 0.2
People treat you badly 0.7 0.0
Questions too persond 0.5 0.2
Previous bad experience with FSP 2.4 2.0
Other Reasons
Never Got Around to Applying 11 0.4
Don't Fedl Like It 24 15
Other 2.7 2.2
Missing Data 18 31
Total n.a 100.0
Sample Size 450
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TABLE 1V.2 (continued)

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data.

#Percentages sum to more than 100 percent because respondents could give more than one reason
for not applying.

n.a. = not applicable.
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believing they were €eligible, the most common reasons given for not applying were high
participation costs (administrative hasdes, monetary costs, stigma) and lack of need for food stamps.
Reasonsfor Not Applying Given by Subgroups of Eligible Nonparticipants. The reasons
given for not applying generally do not vary substantially across subgroups of eligible
nonparticipants defined by the households economic and demographic characteristics or FSP
participation experience (see Table I1V.3). However, there are some interesting exceptions. Eligible
nonparticipating households that have applied for or received food stamps in the past were somewhat
less likely than eigible nonparticipant households overal to be unaware they may be digible (by
about 63 percent versus 72 percent).* Eligible nonparticipants who had applied for or received food
stamps in the past were twice as likely as eligible nonparticipants overall to not apply because of bad
experiences with the FSP (5.5 percent versus 2.4 percent). Eligible nonparticipating households
containing elderly members were more likely than other eligible nonparticipating households to say
they had not applied because they did not need the benefit or because the benefit was too small to
make the effort of applying worthwhile. Interestingly, households that had non-home assets were
somewhat less likely on average to indicate that they were not aware that they might be eligible.
Characterigtics of Households Giving Specific Reasons for Not Applying. The anaysisaso
examined the distribution of characteristics of eligible nonparticipant households giving selected
reasons for not applying and compared them with the characteristics of eligible nonparticipant
households overal. This comparison identifies the types of households most likely to give particular

reasons for not applying. Table IV.4 shows the distribution of characteristics of eligible

“The difference between those who had applied and those who had not is statistically significant
at the one percent level.

60



T9

TABLEIV.3

REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING FOR FOOD STAMPS, BY SELECTED SUBGROUPS OF ELIGIBLE NONPARTICIPANTS

(Percentages)?
Household Contains Household Has Household Has Non- All Eligible

Reasons Elderly Member Earnings Rural Location Home Assets Applied in the Past Nonparticipants
Informational Problems
Not Aware May Be Eligible 74.9 74.5 79.2 68.7 63.5 71.7
Do Not Know How or Where to Apply 2.6 0.4 0.0 11 17 14
Per ceptions of Need
Do Not Need Food Stamps 9.2 7.5 74 6.3 45 7.8
Costs of Participation
Money, Time, and Hassle

Too much paperwork 15 37 24 2.8 4.1 2.8

Transportation is a problem 15 0.4 12 2.9 25 15

Benefit too small for effort required 4.0 21 24 45 45 2.8
Psychological/Stigma

Do not like to rely on government

assistance or charity 45 4.2 12 51 35 4.4
Do not want to be seen shopping with
food stamps 0.5 0.4 0.0 11 0.6 0.7

Do not want pe